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Addressing Quality Teaching In Hard To Staff Settings: The Exceptional Teachers for 
Disadvantaged Schools Project 
 
Objectives 
This Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools (ETDS) project sets out to design a new model 
of Australian teacher education responding to recent demands for quality education in low SES and 
disadvantaged schools. The project moves teacher education from the ‘missionary’ (Larabee, 2010) or 
deficit (Comber and Kamler 2004; Flessa, 2007) approaches, towards a focus on notions of quality and 
academic excellence. Rice (2008, p.1) argues for a need to place more of the “very best teachers into 
the most challenging schools”, yet the problem is not merely one of training more teachers, for 
disadvantaged schools already receive disproportionate numbers of beginning teachers (Connell, 1994; 
Vickers & Ferfolja, 2006). Rather, Grossman and Loeb (2010, p. 245) argue the problem centers on the 
common practice of “[p]lacing the least experienced teachers with the most needy students”.  
 
This paper reports on the first year trial of the project. The ETDS project is at present, the only 
mainstream Australian teacher education model that targets cohorts of academically high achieving 
pre-service teachers with the overt aim of preparing graduates of the program to teach in disadvantaged 
schools. At the end of its first year, the ETDS program graduated 20 new teachers, each of whom had 
over the previous 18 months engaged with a specialized curriculum and carefully monitored/scaffolded 
practicum placements in disadvantaged schools around Brisbane, Australia.  
 
This paper introduces the ETDS model, provides an overview of the research connected to the project 
and reports on preliminary findings that have addressed the following research questions: 
1. What knowledge, skills and dispositions [in addition to academic excellence] help identify high-
quality novice teachers for disadvantaged schools? 
2. How can the knowledge, skills and dispositions of high-quality pre-service teachers be enhanced 
and facilitated through a teacher education curriculum targeting disadvantaged school settings? 
3. How can the partnership between university-based teacher education and targeted school-based 
field experience within disadvantaged schools be improved? 
 
Perspectives or theoretical framework 
The terms disadvantaged (Connell, 1994; Ferfolja, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 2010), hard-to-staff 
(Darling-Hammond, 2010; Castro et.al, 2010) or at-risk schools (Ferfolja, 2008; Darling-Hammond, 
2010; Castro et. al, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2008) are often used interchangeably. The Exceptional 
Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools project (ETDS) has favored the term disadvantage in line with 
current language used in Australian educational institutions combined with the explicit links between 
the low socio-economic status and poor educational outcomes of the communities which these schools 
service 
 
The ETDS project draws on three theoretical perspectives. The first influential body of theory has to do 
with poverty and education, particularly Bourdieu’s foundational perspectives on social class. Second, 
we are influenced by recent perspectives on how teacher education can best address the achievement 
gap between advantaged and disadvantaged schools (Darling-Hammond 2006). Finally, we approach 
teacher education through understandings informed by recent research on teacher quality (Hattie, 2003, 
2004; Cochran-Smith, 2006). These perspectives have been foundational in the development of the 
model and have guided the manner in which the project is structured. 
 
Exceptional Teachers for Disadvantaged Schools builds on previous work both in Australia and 
internationally for the lack of quality teachers for low socioeconomic schools is clearly of wide concern 
with the focus being how to get “highly qualified teachers” in every classroom serving at-risk children. 
The potential social, economic and educational benefits of placing high-quality teachers in 
disadvantaged school settings is highlighted by a wide range of research that stresses the positive 
influence of good teachers on academic performance. Current research suggests that good teaching 
outweighs other variables such as class size or composition (Darling-Hammond, 2006; Ladson-
Billings, 2008). Hattie (2003) maintains that teachers account for about 30 percent of variance in 
student achievement, while Darling-Hammond (2006) suggests that students who have highly effective 
teachers for three consecutive years score as much as 50 percentile points higher on achievement tests 
than those who have ineffective teachers for the same amount of time. Recent research into teacher 
effectiveness demonstrates that the performance gap between the best teachers and the worst teachers is 
far greater than commonly supposed with the work of Berliner (1992) for example, highlighting the 
importance of pedagogical expertise and how such knowledge and skills are complex and domain-
specific.  
 
Methods, techniques or points of inquiry 
The ETDS project began in May 2010, by identifying 28 students from a total cohort of approximately 
600 Bachelor of Education pre-service teachers. Initial selection was made on the basis of the students’ 
outstanding academic achievement over the first and second years of their 4-year Bachelor of 
Education degree. Each of the students identified was then interviewed. The ETDS model was 
conceptualized around three distinct stages. First, it would identify the highest achieving students 
studying to be teachers. Second, it would provide this cohort with a modified curriculum that allowed a 
much more sophisticated understanding of poverty combined with curriculum and pedagogical research 
associated with educational disadvantage. Third, it was designed to provide exposure for these 
exceptional pre-service teachers to key disadvantaged urban and regional school settings for their 3rd 
and 4th year practicum or field placements. A fourth stage will be added where graduates from the 
program can be longitudinally tracked after graduation to determine the long term benefits and impact 
of the ETDS model. 
 
 
 
 
 
The associated research linked to the ETDS project adopts a series of design experiments to test and 
refine our educational design based on principles derived from former research (Brown, 1992; Collins, 
1992; Guttierez & Vossoughi, 2010; Gorrard, Roberts & Taylor, 2004). As a mixed-method approach 
using both quantitative and qualitative analysis, the project addresses theoretical questions regarding 
the nature of teacher education in the context of social disadvantage; examines strategies in the real-
world (through placing pre-service teachers in selected and supportive teaching practicum placements); 
and redesigns the teacher education model as understandings are gained alongside the progressive 
collection of data. The study is designed to ascertain to what extent the new curriculum model is 
making a difference to pre-service teachers and graduates.  
 
Data sources, evidence, objects or materials 
 
1: Identification of Cohort 
2: Modified Curriculum 4: Longitudinal tracking 
3: Field Experience 
Baseline data has been collected on students-teachers’ initial attitudes, dispositions, academic 
accomplishments and social history. A series of focus groups and interviews have examined the extent 
to which particular interventions such as the modified university curriculum, input from practising 
professionals and targeted practica have impacted on participants’ understandings and practice. Data 
sets target both ETDS cohort participants as well as partnering school principals/mentor teachers, email 
and practicum reports. Participants in the research consisted of both pre-service teachers (n = 26) and 
partnering school principals/mentor teachers (n = 15). Pre-service participants were selected on the 
basis of their Grade Point Average (GPA of 6 on a 7 point scale) achieved over the first and second 
years of a 4-year Bachelor of Education Degree. This cohort represented approximately the highest 5% 
of academic achievement across the BEd cohort. The final ETDS participants consisted of twelve 
primary/elementary (46%) and fourteen secondary (54%) pre-service BEd students. Similar to the 
broader BEd cohort, the majority of the pre-service participants were female (81%) with 100% of the 
cohort identifying with the dominant mainstream Anglo culture. 
 
Results and/or substantiated conclusions 
A clearer understanding of the ETDS project’s attrition rates and employment destinations will emerge 
over the longitudinal study. However, with the first cohort of participants now in their 4th year, results  
appear to indicate how much of the base line data can been clustered around two distinct areas; (i) pre-
existing beliefs related to the dispositions and attributes required of teachers working in disadvantaged 
(low SES) schools, and (ii) core concerns and fears about teaching in such settings. Importantly, 
subsequent data sets indicate a clear pre- and post-practicum shift in these beliefs and concerns on the 
basis of exposure to a four-week block disadvantaged school placements. This is particularly evident in 
terms of the participants’ understanding of what is required to operate effectively as an educator in 
disadvantaged (low SES) schools and a distinct lowering of concern/fear about working in such 
settings. While the dominant emphasis of interviews and focus groups was directed towards ETDS 
participants, semi-structured interviews with mentor teachers/principals in partnering schools as well as 
key stakeholders such employing/departmental staff were also conducted.  
 
The vast majority of ETDS participants had no previous direct experience or contact with 
disadvantaged schools settings and began the project without any deep understanding of the realities of 
disadvantaged school communities other than what seemed a commonly held perception that ‘it would 
be tough’. Nonetheless, despite there being little in the literature that suggests it is possible to define, 
select or ascertain ‘good teachers’ for disadvantaged schools solely by looking at ‘attributes’ or 
personality type (Hattie, 2004), the idea that personal attributes to a large degree predetermined a 
teacher’s success in a disadvantaged school was almost universally expressed by all ETDS participants 
and the majority of mentor teachers and principals who were interviewed. Key dispositions and 
attributes seen as critical can be loosely grouped around; (i) a passion for teaching and the desire to 
make a difference, (ii) knowledge/understanding of both the content being taught as well as social 
dimensions of disadvantage and (iii) a loosely grouped set of personal qualities or characteristics that 
were seen as desirable for such teachers. 
 
A significant aspect to emerge from the data is the major impact that exposure to a disadvantaged 
school-based practicum appears to have on all participants. The data suggests a degree of attrition after 
the first practicum (8%) with approximately the same percentage being undecided about continuing 
with the program. Interestingly, there has been no attrition in the program as a result of subsequent 
practicums. For those who remain in the ETDS program, each practicum appears to results in (i) a 
lowering of apprehension expressed by participants about working/teaching in such settings, (ii) a 
universal desire across the group to continue to up-skill in the area of behavior management, and (iii) 
an intensifying commitment to undertake a teaching career within the disadvantaged schooling sector. 
 
Scientific or scholarly significance of the study or work  
Concerns about educational disadvantage have taken centre stage in recent years, with renewed 
attention on the relationship between quality teaching and social and economic participation. While 
OECD member countries have focused on the links between poverty and educational outcomes, since 
2008 there has been a discernible change in the emphasis toward the promotion of social inclusion. In 
the Australian context, this policy shift has resulted in a redistribution of resources underpinned by an 
explicit rationale that links levels of socio-economic disadvantage with a student’s educational success, 
participation and performance. While educational researchers have long highlighted broad equity 
disparities in educational outcomes, a distinct tangent of literature has begun to critique the degree to 
which homogeneous teaching populations are ill prepared to engage with increasingly heterogeneous 
populations of students (Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2005). The significance of the ETDS project lies in 
the fact it addresses the frequent calls for more explicit research focusing on teacher education 
programs that better prepare high-quality teachers who specifically express a desire to work in 
disadvantaged schools. While analysis of the data over a longer period will continue, the ETDS project 
has been enthusiastically received by the participating schools, by the pre-service ETDS cohort, and by 
the main employing authority. 
  
References 
 
Adams, A., & Tulasiewicz, W. (1995). The crisis in teacher education: A European concern? London: 
Falmer Press. 
Berliner, D. C. (1992). Telling the stories of educational psychology. Educational Psychologist, 27(2), 
143-161. 
Bernstein, B. (1996). Pedagogy, symbolic control and identity: Theory, research, critique. London: 
Taylor and Francis. 
Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Castro, A. J., Kelly, J., & Shih, M. (2010). Resilience strategies for new teachers in high needs areas. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 26(3), 622-629. 
Cochran-Smith, M. (2006). Taking stock in 2006. Journal of Teacher Education, 57(1), 6-12. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Fries, K. (2005). Researching teacher education in changing times: politics and 
paradigms. In M. Cochran-Smith & K. Zeichner (Eds.), Studying teacher education: The report 
of the AERA panel on research and teacher education (pp. 69-107). Washington, DC: American 
Educational Research Association. 
Comber, B., & Kamler, B. (2004). Turn-around pedagogies: Improving the education of at-risk 
students. Improving Schools, 8(2), 121-131. 
Connell, R. W. (1994). Poverty and education. Harvard Educational Review, 64(2), 125-150. 
Connell, R. W., White, V. M., & Johnston, K. M. (1991). Running twice as hard: The disadvantaged 
schools program in Australia. Burwood, Victoria: Deakin University Press. 
Darling-Hammond, L. (2006). Powerful teacher education: Lessons from exemplary programs. San 
Franciso: Jossey-Bass. 
Darling-Hammond, L. (2010). Teacher education and the American future. Journal of Teacher 
Education, 61(1-2), 35-47. 
Donaldson, M, L., Moore Johnson, S. (2010) The price of misassignment: The role of teaching 
assignments in teach for America teachers’ exit from low-income schools and the teaching 
profession. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Vol 32(2), 299-323. 
Feiman-Nemser, S. (2001). Helping novices learn to teach: Lessons from an exemplary support 
teacher. Journal of Teacher Education 52(1), 17-30. 
Ferfolja, T. (2008). Building teacher capital in pre-service teachers: Reflections on a new teacher-
education initiative. Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 33(2), 68-84. 
Flessa, J., J. (2007). Poverty and education: Towards effective action. Toronto: Elementary Teachers' 
Federation of Ontario o. Document Number). 
Freebody, P. (1992). A socio-cultural approach: Resourcing four roles as a literacy learner. In A. 
Watson & A. Badenhop (Eds.), Prevention of Reading Failure (pp. 48-60). Sydney: Ashton-
Scholastic. 
Gannon, S. (2009). Rewriting "the road to nowhere": Place pedagogies in western Sydney. Urban 
Education, 44(5), 608-624. 
Grossman, P., & Loeb, S. (2010). Learning from multiple routes. Educational Leadership, 67(8), 22-27. 
Hanushek, E. A., Kain, J. F., & Rivkin, S. G. (2004). Why public schools lose teachers. The Journal of 
Human Resources, 39(2), 326-354. 
Hattie, J. (2003). Teachers make a difference: What is the research evidence? Paper presented at the 
ACER Annual Conference, Melbourne, Australia. 
Hattie, J. (2004). It's Official: Teachers Make a Difference. Educare News: The national newspaper for 
all non-Government schools, pp. 24-31,  
Hayes, D., Mills, M., Christie, P., & Lingard, B. (2006). Teachers and schooling making a difference: 
Productive pedagogies, assessment and performance. Crows Nest, NSW, Australia: Allen & 
Unwin. 
Howard, T. C., & Aleman, G. R. (2008). Teacher capacity for diverse learners: What do teachers need 
to know? In M. Cochran-Smith, S. Feiman-Nemser & D. J. McIntyre (Eds.), Handbook of 
research on teacher education: Enduring questions in changing contexts. New York: Routledge, 
Taylor & Francis Group. 
Labaree, D. (2010). Teach for America and teacher ed: Heads they win, tails we lose. Journal of 
Teacher Education, 61(1-2), 48-55. 
Ladson-Billings, G. (2008). A letter to our next president. Journal of Teacher Education, 59(3), 235-
239. 
Levin, B. (2010). How to change 5000 schools: A practical and positive approach for leading change at 
every level. Cambridge: Harvard Education Press. 
Logan, C., & Binnie, K. (2010). Union rejects 'flawed' teacher training plan. ABC News.  
Luke, A. (2004). Australia: the challenges of poverty, pedagogy and pathways. In I. C. Rotberg (Ed.), 
Balancing change and tradition in global education reform. Maryland: Scarecrow Education. 
McCarthy, M., & Guiney, E. (2004). Building a professional teaching corps in Boston: Baseline study 
of new teachers in Boston's public schools. Boston: Boston Plan for Excellence. 
McDougall, D., Gaskell, J., Flessa, J. J., Kugler, J., & Jang, E. E. (2006). Improving student 
achievement in schools facing challenging circumstances. Toronto: University of Toronto. 
Quartz, K, H., Thomas, A. & Anderson, L. (2008) Careers in Motion: A Longitudinal Retention Study 
of Role Changing among Early-Career Urban Educators. Teachers College Record, 110. 218-
250. 
Raditch, D. (2010). The myth of charter schools [Electronic Version]. The New York Review of 
Books, from http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2010/nov/11/myth-charter-
schools/?pagination=false 
Rice, S. (2008). Getting good teachers into challenging schools. Curriculum Leadership, 6(14), 1-3. 
Rotberg, I. C. (2004). Balancing change and tradition in global education reform. Maryland: Scarecrow 
Education. 
Sanders, W. L., & Horn, S. P. (1994). The Tennessee value-added assessment system (TVAAS): 
Mixed-model methodology in educational assessment. Journal of Personnel Evaluation in 
Education, 8(3), 299-311. 
Sanders, W. L., & J. C., Rivers. (1996). Cumulative and residual effects of teachers on future academic 
achievement. Knoxville, Tennessee: University of Tennessee Value Added Research and 
Assessment Centre.  
Somerville, M. (2006). An enabling place pedagogy for new teachers. Paper presented at the Annual 
AARE Conference, University of South Australia, Adelaide. 
Thomson, P. (2002). Schooling the rustbelt kids: Making the difference in changing times. Crows Nest, 
NSW: Allen & Unwin. 
Timperley, H., & Alton-Lee, A. (2008). Reframing teacher professional learning: An alternative policy 
approach to strengthening valued outcomes for diverse learners. Review of Research in 
Education 32(1), 328-369. 
Vickers, M., & Ferfolja, T. (2006). The classmates education initiative. Curriculum Leadership, 4(37). 
 
 
